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CHAPTER IV \ 
jJlLI the first imam 
?' 


A CAREFUL study of the Imams reveals the fact that very-*— 
! ordinary men have been made immortals. The best that 
-we can do is t6 gather what we can from the earliest 
sources to enable us to determine what these men were ih real 
life, in their unglorified and unsanctified existence. Yet at the 
same time it is necessary to endeavour to picture the halo that 
later legend has given them. Lnless we go beyond what they 
were to what has been said about them, we will fail entirely to 
enter into the spirit of Shi'ite Islam and will not be able to expiain 
the growth of the amazing and all-inclusive doctrines that are 
now considered funAamental to that faith. 

The earliest traditions show that Ali's claims to the caliphate 
were not regarded by his friends and supporters as mcrely politicul 
aspirations, but as his divine right. The teaching and agitation 
of a comparatively obscure figure in the history of Islam had 
much to do with the rise and spread of this point of view. 

. early as the caliphate of ythman, an itinerant preacher named 
^bd Aflah ibn Saba’ had travelled widely throughout the empire, 
as Tabari says, u seeking to lcad the Moslems into error." 
According to Wellhausen he was said to have been a Jew before 
he became a Muhammadan. Originally, he had come from $ana , ^ 
in the Yemen, and he liad worked in the IJijaz and in the n evT** 
dties of al-Basra and Kufa, and fiad afterwards jouraeyed to 
Syria, and had ultimately settled in Egypt. In Egypt he had 
taken a leading part ir the conspiracy in favour of Ali, and had 
declared that Abu Bakr and Vmar and ythman were usurpers. 

The malcontents during IJtliman's caliphate had been in secret 
correspondence witli Ibn Saba’, and he had accompanied the 
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